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(57) ABSTRACT 

The present invention is designed to seamlessly deliver 
localized content to users on a network corresponding to 
each users* geographic area. In particular, the present inven- 
tion considers a user's geographic location information 
(such as an address) in the determination of which geo- 
graphic areas, if any, correspond to the user, and automati- 
cally delivers content associated with those geographic 
areas. By associating a unique spatial identity with a user, 
the present invention may use various known digital map- 
ping spatial techniques to provide the user with information 
relevant to the user's location. 

38 Claims, 6 Drawing Sheets 
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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR PROVIDING relating to those cities. However, particularly with large 

GEOGRAPHICALLY-RELATED CONTENT cities, city-level information is too broad. In addition, these 

OVER A NETWORK sites often require the user to manually select the particular 

geographic site which corresponds to the desired city. For 
5 example, a user desiring information about Austin, Tex. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION would have t0 visit lhe "austin.yahoo.com" or the "austin. 

1. Field of the Invention citysearch.com" web site. In other instances a zip code is 
The present invention relates generally to the provision of requested which is then associated with a metro-area or state 

content lo users on a network. In particular, the present t0 provide local content on respective metro-area and state 

invention relates to a method and system for providing 10 levels. Other web sites provide visitors with content specific 

content to the users that seamlessly corresponds to each t0 particular neighborhoods or neighborhood associations, 

users' specific geographic location. Typically, a user desiring to access such a web site to retrieve 

2 Description of Related Art content about a particular neighborhood first must manually 

™ fi t . . ,r . select the desired neighborhood. In particularly, new resi- 

Tto Interne is massive world-wide network of comput- u ^ ^ aQ ^ of bokin H fof inform y ation on an 

ers. Specifically the Internet is compnsed of thousands of a(Jdress of an afea ^ are unfami * ar ^ ^ 

smaller regional networks scattered throughout the globe. ... . it _ , . J , 

ru w ij tirj xi7 u /*u «7 u\ • i u i ii c which specific geographic area they or the desired address 

The World-Wide Web (the Web) is a global collection of /„ % . . & r J 

. * * V . ,i » A A , 4 would fall within, 
inter-connected web pages mostly used on the Internet that 

allows users to navigate information and sites on the Internet 2Q SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 
intuitively, without technical knowledge of the underlying 

data network. Web pages are connected through the use of The present invention solves the above-noted shortcom- 

" hypertext links/* A hypertext link is a reference to another ings in the prior art by providing an improved system and 

web page which directs users to that web page when they method for seamlessly delivering content corresponding to 

click on it. Though the terms "Internet" and "World-Wide users' local geographic areas. Specifically, the present 

Web" technically have different meanings, they are often invention considers a user's location information (such as an 

used interchangeably. address) in the determination of which geographic areas, if 

Web pages are maintained or "hosted" by "web servers." an y» correspond to the user, and automatically delivers 

The software necessary to run these web servers is relatively content associated with those geographic areas, 

simple and available on a wide range of computer platforms 30 Before summarizing the present invention, a subtle dis- 

including PC's. Generally, a server is one or more nodes on tinction must be made. Many prior art web sites offer 

a network that is operable to provide services to other nodes localized content on city and even neighborhood levels, 

on the network. The specific services that a server provides However, the content of these sites are not associated with 

are determined by the server's software and configuration. a user's actual location. Rather, these prior art sites typically 

For example, a web server is a system running software and 35 require a user to manually select the geographic area(s) to 

configured such that it may distribute information to other which the user is a part. Other prior art sites use imprecise, 

network nodes that request information. The node making non-unique information such as zip codes which are asso- 

such a request (known as the "client") is typically a PC ciated with particular cities or counties. In contrast, the 

connected to the network. A form of client software, known present invention is directed to the delivery of localized 

as a web "browser," which is used to display web pages on 40 content that automatically corresponds to the user's geo- 

the client system is also widely available. graphic location. 

As more of the general public gains access to the Internet, The present invention provides content (both information 

the increasing number of web pages becomes difficult to and services) to users over a network or networks such as the 

manage. A typical way for a user to locate a web page or web Internet. Advantageously, unlike prior art web sites that 

site is to use a "search engine." Search engines usually take 45 provide information based upon a user's city or zip code, the 

a user query as input and attempt to find web pages related present invention automatically provides information corre- 

to that query. Queries are usually in the form of one or sponding to local geographic areas that are specific to a user 

several words which describe the subject matter of interest by considering the user's geographic location or address. To 

to the user. Most search engines operate by comparing the determine what information is specific to the user's local 

query to an index of documents to determine if the content 50 geographic area, a set of coordinates (e.g., a latitude and 

of one or more of those documents matches the query. longitude, or any other coordinate system) corresponding to 

However, given the millions of web pages on the Web the user's address may be established using any available 
(only a fraction of which have been indexed by search positioning system, such as a geocoder. A geocoder is a 
engines), finding a desired web page is often difficult. When program which converts a street address into longitude and 
a user accesses one of the leading search engines, the search 55 latitude. Numerous publicly-accessible geocoders arc pub- 
can produce hundreds, even thousands, of "hits" (i.e., docu- licly and commercially available. By associating a unique 
ments related to the search query). Finding information spatial identity with a user, the present invention may use 
corresponding to specific geographic areas is often partial- various known digital mapping spatial techniques to provide 
larly difficult. Many search engines are not suited to this task the user with information relevant to the user's location, 
because they use key-word searching. For example, a user eo Advantageously in the present invention, content may be 
seeking information about the Miami area would perform a provided in a seamless manner, i.e., without the user having 
search with "Miami" as the key word. This query would to manually enter his or her geographic location (e.g., 
generate a list of web pages with the word "Miami" in it, address) or to specify a particular geographic area with each 
regardless of whether the page has any content actually request for information. For example, in the present 
relating to the Miami area. 65 invention, a user would request a list of schools in his or her 

Information providers such as Yahoo! and Citysearch neighborhood by selecting the "list of schools in my neigh- 
provide web sites for specific cities that contain information borhood" option rather than requesting a list of schools for 
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the user's particular neighborhood without any further the one or more remote users by providing content on the 

prompting of the user. In this example, the present invention web site for the remote users, the requests for content 

would be operable to automatically determine (1) which including a desired content topic, and the content seamlessly 

neighborhood the user was in, and (2) which schools cor- correspond to the desired content topic and to a geographic 

respond to that particular neighborhood. 5 area encompassing the associated geographic location. The 

The information content may be displayed in text form, associated geographic location may include geocoded coor- 

graphically on a map, a combination of the two, or in any dinates. The request for information may further include a 

other fashion that is known in the art. In one embodiment, desired geographic level. Alternatively, the desired content 

the content may be visually presented as an area with a topic may have an associated geographic level, wherein the 

boundary (polygon) and/or as a point on the map. In this 10 breadth of the geographic area corresponds to the associated 

embodiment, a user could interact with the digital map by geographic level. In these embodiments, the geographic area 

clicking on the polygons and points drawn on the map to may be dynamically determined based upon a desired geo- 

obtain the information represented by that specific map graphic level in response to the request for content by the 

object in that layer of information (as determined by the user The desired geographic levels may be, but are not 

subject chosen). 35 limited to, census tracts, neighborhoods, subdivisions, 

In one respect, the present invention may comprise a school districts, and trade areas, 

method of providing content to a user on a network, com- Content may include the following services and informa- 

prising the steps by a network server of storing registration tion which may all be configured to be accessible by the user 

information of the user, wherein the registration information node: a chat room service comprising one or more electronic 

comprises specific geographic location information; deter- 2 o crlat rooms corresponding to the geographic area; a bulletin 

mining geographic coordinates from the specific geographic board service comprising one or more electronic bulletin 

location information; and seamlessly providing content to boards corresponding to the geographic area; an email 

the user corresponding to a geographic area containing the distribution service comprising one or more email distribu- 

user's geographic coordinates in response to a request for tion lists corresponding to the geographic area; one or more 

content by the user. The network may be the Internet. A 2 s promotional notices corresponding to the geographic area; 

geocoder may be used in determine geographic coordinates one or more links to web sites corresponding to the geo- 

from the specific geographic location information. The spe- graphic area; and/or a directory service comprising tele- 

cific geographic location information may include an phone directory information corresponding to the geo- 

address of the user, or Global Positioning System informa- graphic area. In a specific embodiment, the chat room 

tion of the user. The specific geographic location informa- 30 service may further include instant messaging functionality, 

tion may relate to the user's home address. In some in another respect, the present invention is directed to a 

embodiments, the geographic area may be dynamically communications system comprising a content provider 

determined based upon a desired geographic level in node; a communications device coupled to the content 

response to the request for content by the user. The desired provider node, having an associated geographic location; 

geographic level may be, but is not limited to, a census tract, 35 wherein the communications device is configured to provide 

a neighborhood, a subdivision, a school district, or a trade a request for content to the content provider node, the 

area. In one of these embodiments, the desired geographic request for content comprising a desired content topic and 

level may be specified in the request for content by the user. information relating to the associated geographic location of 

Alternatively, the desired geographic level may be deter- the communication device; wherein the content provider 

mined automatically based upon the subject matter of the 40 node is configured to be responsive to requests for content 

content requested by the user. from the communications device by providing content to the 

Content refers to any information or services that may be communication device, wherein the content seamlessly cor- 

provided over a network. Content may include a chat room responds to a geographic area encompassing the associated 

service comprising the step of allowing the user to access geographic location of the communication device. The user 

one or more electronic chat rooms corresponding to the 45 node may be coupled to the network through a wireless 

geographic area. The chat room service may further com- medium. The information relating to the associated geo- 

prise instant messaging functionality. Content may also graphic location may comprise GPS coordinate data of the 

include a bulletin board service comprising the step of user node. In one embodiment, the request for information 

allowing the user to access one or more electronic bulletin may further comprise a desired geographic level, wherein 

boards corresponding to the geographic area. Content may 50 the geographic area corresponds to the geographic level, 

also include an email distribution service comprising the Alternatively, the content may have an associated geo- 

step of providing the user with access to one or more email graphic level, wherein the geographic area corresponds to 

distribution lists corresponding to the geographic area. Con- the geographic level. 

tent may also include one or more promotional notices In another respect, the present invention is directed to a 
corresponding to the geographic area, one or more links to 55 communications system comprising a user node configured 
web sites corresponding to the geographic area, and/or a to operatively couple to a network, the user node configured 
directory service comprising telephone directory informa- to provide requests for information on the network, and 
tion corresponding to the geographic area. having an associated address; and a content provider con- 
In another respect, the present invention is directed to a figured to operatively couple to the network, and having a 
communications system comprising a content provider 60 respective web site on the Internet, wherein the web site is 
node, and a web site hosted by the content provider node, configured to be accessible by the user node, and is config- 
wherein the web site is configured to be accessible by one or ured to store the associated address of the user node; wherein 
more remote users, wherein each of the one or more remote the content provider is configured to be responsive to 
users has an associated geographic location, and wherein the requests for information from the user node by providing 
content provider node is configured to store the associated 65 content on the web site for the user node, the requests for 
geographic location; and wherein the content provider node information comprising a desired content topic; and wherein 
is configured to be responsive to requests for content from the content seamlessly corresponds to the desired content 
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topic and to a geographic area corresponding to the associ- 
ated geographic location of the user node. The network may 
be the Internet. In one embodiment, the request for infor- 
mation may further comprise a desired geographic level, 
wherein the breadth of the geographic area corresponds to 5 
the geographic level. Alternatively, the content topic has an 
associated geographic level, wherein the breadth of the 
geographic area corresponds to the geographic level. 
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The following drawings form part of the present specifi- 
cation and are included to further demonstrate certain 
aspects of the present invention. The invention may be better 
understood by reference to one or more of these drawings in 
combination with the detailed description of specific 15 
embodiments presented herein. 

FIG. 1 is a high-level block diagram of an exemplary 
embodiment of the present invention that illustrates a system 
for providing web site content to a user based upon the 
user's geographic location information. 

FIG. 2 is a high-level block diagram of an exemplary 
embodiment of the present invention that illustrates an 
alternate system for providing web site content to a user 
based upon the user's geographic location information. 25 

FIG. 3 is a flowchart depicting the operation of a content 
server providing web site content based upon a user's 
geographic location information. 

FIG. 4 is a high-level block diagram of an alternate 
embodiment of the present invention that illustrates an 30 
system for providing content to a communication device 
based upon the communication device's geographic loca- 
tion. 

FIG. 5 is a flowchart depicting the operation the embodi 
ment depicted in FIG. 4. 

FIG. 6 is a screen shot of content being provided to a 
remote user according to one embodiment of the present 
invention. 

DESCRIPTION OF ILLUSTRATIVE 40 
EMBODIMENTS 

Content 

For purposes of this disclosure, the term "content" shall 
refer to any and all forms of information, features, and 45 
services that may be provided by a web server. In addition, 
the content contemplated by the present invention may be 
associated or otherwise correlated with a particular geo- 
graphic area or areas. Types of content contemplated by 
various embodiments of the present invention include, with- 50 
out limitation, crime statistics, telephone directories, emer- 
gency medical services coverage areas, notices of local 
events, advertisements, promotions, chat room services, 
bulletin board services, email distribution services, and links 
to other web sites. 55 

In some embodiments of the present invention, content 
may include an email distribution service, wherein users 
may automatically communicate information using email 
distribution services based on the user's address. For 
example, each user may belong to various email distribution 60 
lists based on geography and subject. In one particular 
embodiment, users of an email distribution service would 
receive regular email messages from an email distribution 
server on subjects that are relevant to their local geography 
as determined by their geocoding. The general implemen- 65 
tation of email distribution lists is known in the art and 
includes, but is not limited to, listservs. 



Content may also include a chat service wherein a user 
may have access to one or more geographically based chat 
rooms. For example, a user may be presented with a "neigh- 
borhood chat room" option, which, if selected, would place 
the user in a chat room for the user's particular neighbor- 
hood. Likewise, a "school district chat room" option would 
place the user in the chat room for the user's particular 
school district. In some embodiments, only users that are 
located within a particular geographic area would have 
access to the corresponding chat room. For example, a user 
would only be able to join chat rooms that correspond to the 
user's own geographic area. In other embodiments, chat 
rooms may be associated with particular topics in addition to 
geographic areas. Thus for each geographic area, chat rooms 
for topics such as "local events," "sports," "classified ads," 
etc. may be provided. 

In one embodiment, the present invention may provide 
instant messaging technology to allow chat service users to 
be automatically notified when another chat user that meets 
specified criteria is online. For example, a user could con- 
figure the instant messaging technology to alert him or her 
when any other users are online in a chat room associated 
with a particular geographic area and/or topic. The general 
implementation of instant messaging technology is known 
within the art. 

Content may also include a bulletin board service, 
wherein a user may have access to one or more geographi- 
cally based electronic bulletin boards. Generally, electronic 
bulletin boards allow users to view and post messages. In 
these embodiments, users would have access to electronic 
bulletin boards that are specific to their geographic areas. 
For example, only users located within a particular neigh- 
borhood would have access to that neighborhood's bulletin 
boards. In some embodiments, bulletin boards may be 
organized topically as well as by geographic level. Many 
types and implementations of electronic bulletin board ser- 
vices are known in the art. Examples include, but are not 
limited to, moderated forums, unmoderated forums, and 
threaded forums. 

User Interface/Display 

Geographically-correlated content often lends itself to 
being displayed on a map. Accordingly, in many 
embodiments, such information is graphically presented to 
the user on a map. In preferred embodiments, the map 
automatically scales to the appropriate size based on the 
information being requested. The web or content server in 
these embodiments may utilize a set of rules to facilitate this 
automatic visual scaling. These rules may depend on a 
variety of factors, including, but not limited to, the subject 
matter of the content, the number of informational points 
that must be displayed, and preferences of the user. In some 
embodiments, the user may have the ability to zoom in/out 
or move to adjacent areas to seek additional information on 
a subject. 

A simplified block diagram of an exemplary communi- 
cations system is illustrated in FIG. 1. As shown, the 
communications system includes user node 100, web server 
120 hosting a web page 121, geocoder 124, user registration 
database 126, and content database 128. 

Web servers are generally known in the art. Typically, 
they are configured to provide content in response to 
requests from user nodes. In addition, web servers may be 
configured to implement various other features including 
without limitation, providing security functions, and han- 
dling financial transactions. As shown, web server 120 is 
coupled to network 110. In a preferred embodiment, a 
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high -band width connection (such as a Tl connection) is 
used. Advantageously, a high-bandwidth connection permits 
web server 120 to provide content and services to more users 
simultaneously than a lower bandwidth connection. 
However, it is to be understood that any type of connection 5 
(s) that allows the communication of signaling information 
may be used. For purposes of the present disclosure, the 
terms "coupling" and "connecting" are used synonymously 
to mean providing a communications path (either directly or 
indirectly) such that endpoints can transmit and receive 10 
signaling information from one another. Examples include, 
but are not limited to, analog or digital dial-up connections, 
cable modem connections, ADSL connections, LAN 
connections, ATM connections, Tl connections, and wire- 
less connections. 35 

In a preferred embodiment, network 110 is the Internet. 
However, the present invention contemplates the use of any 
known types of data networks. Examples include, without 
limitation, a corporate intranet, proprietary public network, 
private network, or wide area network. 20 

As shown, user node 100 is coupled to network 110. The 
type of connection or connection medium is not important 
for purposes of the present invention. It is well known for 
user nodes to connect to a network. Examples include, but 
are not limited to, analog or digital dial-up modems, cable 25 
modems, and network interface cards. 

In a preferred embodiment, web server 120 hosts web site 
121. Web site 121 may be configured to be accessible to 
users through network 110. Web server 120 may be config- 3Q 
ured to provide content on web site 121 in response to 
requests from user node 100. A user may connect to web site 
121 through network 110 by entering the URL of web site 
121 in the address field of the user's web browser, or by 
following a hyperlink to web site 121. Though the present 35 
invention supports various web browsers — Microsoft's 
Internet Explorer and Netscape's Navigator are preferred. 
Though HTML browsers are used in a preferred 
embodiment, the invention contemplates use of all software 
that allows users to view content. Examples include, but are ^ 
not limited to, XML browsers, VRML browsers, IRC clients, 
and proprietary software. 

As shown, the geocoder 124, user registration database 
126, and content database 128 components are coupled to 
web server 120 through local area network (LAN) 122. 45 
Although these components are shown as connected through 
LAN 122, it is to be understood that the particular types and 
points of connection are immaterial to the present invention 
so long as the components can communicate with web 
server 120. For example, as shown in FIG. 2, geocoder 124, 50 
user registration database 126, and content database may be 
coupled to web server 120 through network 110. 
Alternatively, some components may be connected to net- 
work 110 and others through LAN 122, or directly to web 
server 120. 55 

In addition, although the present invention is illustrated 
with each component as a separate device, it should be 
understood that the components could be combined into a 
single device or server, or implemented across multiple 
devices or servers without departing from the scope of the 6 q 
present invention. For example, in one embodiment content 
database 128 may comprise multiple physical databases at 
multiple network nodes. In another embodiment, compo- 
nents and functions may be duplicated to provide redun- 
dancy in the system to prevent excessive network downtime. $5 

FIG. 3 is an exemplary process flow of an embodiment of 
the present invention. 
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The process may be initiated in step 300 with user node 
100 connecting to web site 121 hosted by web server 120. 
In some embodiments, general information on web site 121 
may be available for browsing to all users. However, to 
access geographically correlated content of the present 
invention users must first be registered and authenticated. 

Accordingly, the user may be presented with a login 
screen 302. In a preferred embodiment, the login screen 
prompts the user for a user name and password combination. 
Alternatively, other authentication methods may be used so 
long as web server 120 learns the identity of user node 100. 
For example, web server 120 may store a "cookie" contain- 
ing the user's authentication information at user node 100. 
The term "cookie" refers to a piece of information sent by 
a web server to a web browser that the browser software is 
expected to save and to send back to the server whenever the 
server requests it. Cookies may contain information such as 
login or registration information. Thereby, during subse- 
quent logins, web server 120 would simply obtain the 
requisite authentication information from the cookie, rather 
than by prompting the user. Advantageously, the use of 
cookies eliminates the problem of forgotten passwords. The 
general use and implementation of cookies for authentica- 
tion is known in the art. 

During registration process 306, various information may 
be collected about and/or from the user and stored in step 
308. The type and quantity of information that may be 
collected and stored 308 are design decisions that depend on 
the specific implementation. For example, a commercial site 
or a site desiring a higher level of security may request a 
credit card number from the user. The present invention 
requires that an address or some other geographic location 
information be collected from the user and stored in step 
308. In a preferred embodiment, the user may provide his or 
her home address during the registration. In other 
embodiments, the user may provide his or her work address 
or, alternatively, any address that the user desires to obtain 
information on. In another embodiment, the user may pro- 
vide geographic coordinates rather than a street address. In 
particular, the user may provide GPS location information. 

In a preferred embodiment the geographic location infor- 
mation provided may then be geocoded and the resulting 
coordinates stored as part of the user's registration informa- 
tion. Advantageously in this embodiment, web server 120 
would not have to perform the extra step of geocoding the 
user's address each time the user requested geographically 
correlated content; web server 120 would be operable to use 
the stored coordinates directly. In other embodiments, 
however, a user's address may be stored and later geocoded 
as needed. 

In a preferred embodiment, new users may be given the 
option to register online through web site 121. Alternatively, 
registration may take place over the phone, in person, or 
through the mail. In many embodiments, at some point 
during the registration process, the user will be assigned a 
unique login name and password. Thereby, the user may use 
the login name and password to subsequently access web 
site 121. 

In the next step 304, web server 120 verifies that the user 
name and password are correct. In particular, web server 120 
may compare the provided authentication information with 
data stored in user registration database 126. 

Once the user is authenticated, the user may be presented 
with a list or menu of content 310 that the user may access. 
For purposes of the present disclosure, each item on the list 
or menu of content choices is referred to as a content topic. 
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The term "content topic" includes available information In addition, the number and name of available geographic 

subjects, and available services. In a preferred embodiment, levels may vary with each particular location or region. For 

the present invention may be configured such that each example, populous urban areas may have more geographic 

registered user can access only that content relating to each levels than less populous rural areas, 

user's .corresponding geographic are a(s). For example, in 5 Similarl the or brcadth of a geogra p hic , eve i may 

embodiments wherein the content inc udes a chat room or oq £ F * *J ^ 

bulletin board that corresponds to a particular neighborhood, » i t « c j 

only registered users whose geographic location or address area S c0 S ra P hlc | evel & fally refers to an area surround- 

f alls within that particular neighborhood would have access. m S ^ commercial estabhshment within which a customer 

In some embodiments of the present invention, each in m ^ be ™ m . n g t0 t«wl to go to the commercial estabhsh- 
content topic may have an associated default geographic 10 meat ' ™ e size aad s r ha P e of a Particular trade area may 
level. Geographic levels include, without limitation, census de P end 0D a number of factors eluding, without limitation, 
tracts, neighborhoods, school districts, school boundaries, the ^ of commercial estabhshment and characteristics of 
EMS coverage "zones," and trade areas. It is important to typical or targeted customers. For example, the trade area for 
note that the term "geographic level" as used in the present automobile dealerships may be much larger than the trade 
disclosure refers to geographic levels in the abstract rather 15 area for a grocery store. Alternatively, a trade area may be 
than to particular census tracts, neighborhoods, etc. The term defined to include a specific number of a type of commercial 
"geographic area" is used throughout the present disclosure establishment. For example, the trade area for hospitals may 
to refer to a specific geographic boundary corresponding to be defined as an area around a point that contains at least 
an abstract geographic level. For example, with Austin, Tex., three hospitals. In this embodiment, the boundaries of the 
the geographic area would be "Austin" and the geographic 20 specific geographic area corresponding to the hospital trade 
level would be "city." Thus, in this embodiment, when a user area would be calculated dynamically based upon a user's 
requests a particular content topic, the content correspond- location. Web server 120 would find the three closest hos- 
ing to a particular geographic area containing the user's pitals and define a polygon to encompass them. The shape of 
geographic location and having the scope of the default the dynamica i ly determined polygon is a design decision 
geographic level is delivered. In an alternate embodiment, 25 and a of whatever al ithm is ^ For fc 
the desired geographic level may be specified in the user s m OQe em5odiment> the x * be a rectan ^ e mat 
request for content. Thereby, when a user requests a par- ^^utes all of the desired coordinates 
ticular content topic, the content corresponding to a particu- _ . „ , 
lar geographic area containing the user's geographic loca- Next ' for "Nation content, web server 120 retrieves 
tion and having the scope of the specified geographic level 30 ^formation from content database 128 corresponding to the 
is delivered relevant geographic area. In one embodiment content in 

In step 322, web sever 120 dynamically determines the contenl dalabas ^ 128 be sXoT f d * a hierarchical struc- 

geographic area containing the user's registered geographic tUr ° corresponding * geographic evels. In preferred 

location and having the scope of the desired (whether default cmbodimen ^ ^ever, web server 120 is configured to 

or user-specified) geographic level. In a preferred 35 ^ C0Dtent da ? basc US !° find content relating to the 

embodiment, web server 120 is operable to retrieve the coord ! nates or P ol yg ons "> the range of the desired geo- 

user's coordinates that had previously been stored during the ?™ phl T c area respective of the structure of content database 

registration process (from step 308). In other embodiments, ™' ln u *T* embodimeDts ' ma y be accomplished 

web server 120 retrieves the user's stored address informa- tbro ^ b ^ USe knOWn * ? * X ? 1 T Ppmg tec J h °T eS * 

tion (from step 308) and uses geocoder 124 to obtain 40 ^ilarly, for service ^content such as chat rooms and bulletin 

geographic coordinates corresponding to the user's address ^ oard ?' web ^ \ 20 P r0Vldes ^ responding to 

information. Tlien, using known spatial mapping techniques, the reIevant S e °g ra P hlc area - 

web server 120 may use the user's coordinates to determine A ke y Mature of the present invention is that a specific 

the specific geographic area that corresponds to the desired geographic area need not be chosen by the user. Rather, after 

geographic level. For example, in one embodiment, web 45 a user registers usin g an address or other form of location 

server 120 may compare user's coordinates to a table information, the system determines which specific geo- 

containing geocoded information for the boundaries of the graphic areas correspond to the user and seamlessly provides 

geographic areas to determine which geographic areas the geographically-correlated content. Accordingly, a user of the 

user falls within. present invention would be able to request "schools in my 

In many instances, any one particular geographic location 50 neighborhood" or "crime statistics in my county" rather than 

may fall within numerous geographic areas of varying manually having to specify the particular school district, 

geographic levels. Conceptually, geographic areas of vary- neighborhood, or county. 

ing geographic levels could be thought of as polygons of After the content is displayed 330 the user may select 

overlapping scope. For example, a polygon defining a school another topic 310 or the user may select another geographic 

district may contain several neighborhood polygons, which 55 level 324. For example, in addition to the elementary 

in turn, may overlap with several census tract polygons. In schools in a user's neighborhood (the default geographic 

other embodiments, some or all of the polygons may be level for the topic), a user may want to know what elemen- 

dynamically defined. Using well-known techniques, web tary schools are in his or her city, or within a 10-mile radius, 

server 120 can determine which polygons (geographic areas) 'The web server 120 would then use the means described 

that the user's coordinates fall within. In some instances, 60 above to determine what the specific geographic area is that 

users may find themselves in multiple polygons of the same corresponds to the desired geographic level and search for 

level, e.g., multiple neighborhood associations. In the case information in the content database using this new specific 

where a user falls within multiple geographic area polygons geographic area. 

of the same geographic level, web server 120 may use the In an alternative embodiment, the present invention may 

union of those polygons. In alternate embodiments, web 65 be configured to display content corresponding to a user's 

server 120 may prompt user node 100 to choose one geographic area automatically without prompting the user 

polygon(s). with a list of topics. For example, upon logging in, the user 
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may be presented with the local weather and upcoming information is displayed depends upon the display charac- 

neighborhood events. teristics of communications device 400. Generally, the for- 

A simplified block diagram of an alternate embodiment of matting of content is well known in the art. 

a communications system of the present invention is illus- FIG. 6 is a screen shot of content provided to a remote 

trated in FIG. 4. As shown, the communications system 5 user according to an embodiment of the present invention, 

includes communications device 400, content provider 410, The depicted "Safevillage" web site and its host web server 

user registration database 126, content database 128, and are an example of one embodiment of the present invention, 

geocoder 124. As discussed in conjunction with the system With this particular screen shot, the remote user has previ- 

of FIG. 1, these components may be configured to commu- ously connected to the "Safevillage" web site, been 

nicate either directly, through a LAN, or through network 10 authenticated, and requested information regarding high 

110. school boundaries. FIG. 6 illustrates the results of the user's 

As shown, communications device 400 is coupled to request for information, 
network 110 through connection 402. In a preferred As shown, the "Safevillage" web site 600 may be 
embodiment, connection 402 is a wireless connection. In accessed through the use of web browser 650. Though 
this embodiment, communications device 400 may be a 15 Microsoft's Internet Explorer is depicted, it is to be under- 
cellular, personal digital assistant, or other wireless commu- stood that any browser or software configured to display 
nications device. Advantageously, a wireless communica- content may be used. The specific layout of information may 
tions device permits its user to obtain information in the field be generally specified by web site 600, but the implemen- 
without the use of bulky personal computers. In one tation may depend on the type of browser or software being 
embodiment, communications device 400 may be hand- 20 used. 

held. In an alternate embodiment, communications device if the remote user selects the "My Neighborhood" menu 

400 may be installed in an automobile. option 602, he or she may be presented with a list of content 

FIG. 5 is an exemplary process flow of the embodiment topics 604 that correspond to the remote user's registered 
of the present invention depicted in FIG. 4. The process is 25 geographic location 640. The appropriate content may be 
initiated in step 500 with communications device 400 con- displayed upon the remote user's selection of a particular 
necting to content provider 410. In preferred embodiments, content topic. As shown, the remote user chose the "High 
content provider 410 first authenticates in step 510 the user School Boundaries" menu option 604. 
of communications device 400 before providing access to School boundaries are one of many content topics that is 
any information. In the illustrative embodiment, if a user 3Q well-suited for being graphically displayed on a map. Other 
does not have a registered account, the user is denied access examples include, but are not limited to, police districts 
512. In a preferred embodiment, the user must register for an police sectors, police stations, fire stations, hospitals, neigh- 
account either through a telephone, the mail, or online borhood associations, school districts, and trade areas. In a 
through a PC. In this embodiment, it is often unwieldy to preferred embodiment, content is displayed on map 610. 
allow registration through a handheld device such as a Palm 35 Advantageously, map 610 may be automatically scaled to 
Pilot or other personal digital assistant. However, other appropriately display the requested content. For example, as 
embodiments (not shown), allow users to register using shown, map 610 has been zoomed to such a level as to 
communications device 400. enable tnc remote ^ t0 ^ the high ss j j[sool boundaries 616 

In the next step 520, after communications device 400 has that correspond to the remote user's default assigned high 

been authenticated, communications device 400 may be ^ school 612, Austin H.S., and a small portion of the sur- 

configured to transmit a request for information to content rounding area and schools 614. With a different content 

provider 410. Communications device 400 is also config- topic, e.g "hospitals," map 610 may be automatically 

ured to send geographic location information 530. In a zoomed in or out to a level that is appropriate to display that 

preferred embodiment, these two steps may occur at essen- content. In a preferred embodiment, map 610 may contain 

tially the same time or in the same request. 45 display controls 620 to allow the remote user to customize 

Next, in step 540, using techniques previously discussed the displayed portion of the map for example, by manually 

with respect to step 322, content provider 410 determines the zooming in and out and/or repositioning the display portion 

appropriate geographic area containing the user's geo- of the map. In a preferred embodiment, content displayed on 

graphic location. The scope of the geographic area is pref- map 610 may be linked to additional information which may 

erably determined from geographic level associated with the 50 ^ e accessed by clicking on the corresponding icons appear- 

particular information that is requested. For example, if a ing in map 610. For example, the user may obtain contact 

user requests information regarding nearby restaurants, the information from any of high schools 614 by clicking on 

geographic area may correspond to a "trade area" geo- them. As shown, contact information for the default high 

graphic level which most likely would be the current school 612 is presented in a non-graphical manner below 

neighborhood, or a polygon with a radius of a few miles 55 map 610. 

around the current location. Similar, if the requested infer- Other content topics may be better suited to being dis- 
mation is for car dealerships, a "trade area" geographic level played in other manners. For example, local weather fore- 
may also be used. However, a car dealership trade area cast information 622 corresponding to the remote user's 
would likely be much larger than a restaurant trade area. In registered geographic location 640 may be displayed in a 
alternate embodiments (not shown), communications device 60 table. The specific characteristics of displayed content are 
400 may also transmit a desired geographic level. In one of design decisions that may take into account numerous 
these embodiments, the user may select the desired geo- factors including, without limitation, the subject matter of 
graphic level. Ihe content, and characteristics of the remote users. 

Next, in step 550 the requested information is provided As discussed earlier, in some embodiments of the present 

from content provider 410 to communications device 400. 65 invention, general information may be available to all 

Then, communications device 400 is configured to display remote users regardless of whether they have registered or 

the requested information 560. The format in which the have been authenticated. For example, in the illustrative 
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embodiment, the public menu options 630 include "home communication device, wherein said content seam- 

safety," "personal safety," "health safety," "child safety," lessly corresponds to a geographic area encompass- 

"safety links," and "crime scores." However, the geographi- ing said associated geographic location of said com- 

cally correlated content may only be accessible by registered munication device; 

users. 5 said geographic area corresponding to said one of said 
The preceding examples are included to demonstrate P lural geographic levels associated with said desired 

specific embodiments of the invention. It should be appre- _ t0 P lc - , . 

• . j < .« c , M1 . * .u # .u • u ■ 8. The system of claim 7, wherein said user node is 

ciatcd by those of skill m the art that the techniques . , , J ., , , u • i j- 

... f. 4l _ , i_ L rii u ♦ coupled to said network through a wireless medium, 

disclosed in ithc ^examples which foUow represent techniques ^ of c]aim * whefein ^ information 

discovered by the inventor to function well in the practice of 10 fe (o ^ geographic location comprises 

the invention, and thus can be considered to constitute Gps co ^ rdinate data of said communication device. 

preferred modes for its practice. However, those of skill in 10 ^ method of claim x where in said desired geo- 

the art should, in light of the present disclosure, appreciate graphic level is a census tract. 

that many changes can be made in the specific embodiments n The method of claim 1, wherein said desired geo- 

which are disclosed and still obtain a like or similar result is g ra p D j c level is a neighborhood. 

without departing from the spirit and scope of the invention. 12. The method of claim 1, wherein said desired geo- 

What is claimed is: graphic level is a subdivision. 

1. A method of providing content to a user on a network, 13. The method of claim 1, wherein said desired geo- 
comprising the steps by a network server of: graphic level is a school district. 

storing registration information of said user, wherein the 20 14. The method of claim 1, wherein said desired geo- 
registration information comprises specific geographic graphic level is a trade area. 

information' ^* ^ e metn °d °* claim 1, wherein said content includes 

c a chat room service, said chat room service comprising the 

determining geographic coordinates from said geographic step Qf aUowing gaid usef tQ acce&s Qne Qr mQre electronic 

location information; and 25 chat corresponding to said geographic area, 

seamlessly providing content to said user corresponding i$. The method of claim 15, wherein said chat room 

to a geographic area containing said geographic coor- service further comprises instant messaging functionality. 

dinates in response to a request for content by said user, 17 The method of claim 1, wherein said content includes 

said requested content having a subject matter; a bulletin board service, said bulletin board service com- 

in response to said request for content by said user, said 30 prising the step of allowing the user to access one or more 

network server dynamically determining said geo- electronic bulletin boards corresponding to said geographic 

graphic area based upon a desired geographical level, area. 

said desired geographic level determined 18. The method of claim 1, wherein said content includes 
automatically, by said network server, based upon said an email distribution service, said email distribution service 

subject matter of said content requested by said user. 35 comprising the step of providing access to said user one or 

2. The method of claim 1, wherein said network is the more email distribution lists corresponding to said geo- 
Internet. graphic area. 

3. The method of claim 1, wherein a geocoder is used in 19. The method of claim 1, wherein said content includes 
determining geographic coordinates from said specific geo- one or more promotional notices corresponding to said 
graphic location information. 40 geographic area. 

4. The method of claim 1, wherein said specific geo- 20. The method of claim 1, wherein said content includes 
graphic location information includes an address. one or more links to web sites corresponding to said geo- 

5. The method of claim 1, wherein said specific geo- graphic area. 

graphic location information corresponds to said user's 21. The method of claim 1, wherein said content includes 

home address. 45 a directory service, said directory service comprising tele- 

6. The method of claim 1, wherein said specific geo- phone directory information corresponding to said geo- 
graphic location information includes Global Positioning graphic area. 

System (GPS) data. 22. A communications system, comprising: 

7. A communications system comprising: a content provider node, said content provider node 
a content provider node, said content provider node 50 configured to store plural content topics and plural 

configured to store plural content topics and plural geographic levels, each one of said plural content 

geographic levels, each one of said plural content topics associated with one of said plural geographic 

topics associated with one of said plural geographic levels; and 

levels; a web site hosted by said content provider node, wherein 

a communications device coupled to said content provider 55 said web site is configured to be accessible by one or 

node, more remote users, wherein each of said one or more 

wherein said communications device has an associated remote users has an associated geographic location, and 

geographic location; wherein said content provider node is configured to 

wherein said communications device is configured to store said associated geographic location; and 

provide a request for content to said content provider 60 wherein said content provider node is configured to be 
node, said request for content comprising a desired responsive to requests for content from one or more 

content topic and information relating to said asso- remote users by providing content on said web site 

ciated geographic location of said communication for said one or more remote users, said requests for 

device; and content including a desired content topic; and 

wherein said content provider node is configured to be 65 wherein said content seamlessly corresponds said 
responsive to requests for content from said com- desired content topic to a geographic area encom- 

munications device by providing content to said passing said associated geographic location; 
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said geographic area corresponding to said one of said 28. The system of claim 25, wherein said desired geo- 

plural geographic levels associated with said desired graphic level is a subdivision. 

content topic. 29. The system of claim 25, wherein said desired geo- 

23. The system of claim 22, wherein said associated graphic level is a school district. 

geographic location comprises geocoded coordinates. 5 30. The system of claim 25, wherein said desired geo- 

24. A communications system comprising: graphic level is a trade area. 

a user node configured to operatively couple to a network, 31. The system of claim 22, wherein said content includes 

said user node configured to provide requests for infer- a chat service, wherein said chat service comprises one or 

mation on said network, and said user node having an more electronic chat rooms corresponding to said geo- 

associated geographic location; and 10 graphic flrea and t0 be accessible by ^ one or 

a content provider node configured to operatively couple more remote users. 

to said network, said content provider node having a 32. The system of claim 31, wherein said chat room 

respective web site, and said content provider node service further comprises instant messaging functionality, 

configured to store plural content topics and plural 33. The system of claim 22, wherein said content includes 

geographic levels, each one of said plural content a buUetin board service, wherein said buUetin board service 

topics associated with one of said plural geographic co rises one or more eleclronic bulletin boards ^ 
levels* 

. .« i_ ** * a j • .... sponding to said geographic area and configured to be 

wherein said web site is configured to be accessible by -J7 , . , & 

. , , j . £ j » 4 . » J accessible by said one or more remote users, 

said user node, and is configured to store said asso- , . ^ \ r , • -~ . . 

ciated geographic location; 20 34 ^ system of claim 22 > wherein said indudes 

wherein said content provider node is configured to be an email distributioD service > said email distribution service 

responsive to requests for information from said user comprising one or more email distribution lists correspond- 

node by providing content on said web site for said in & to ^ g e °g ra P hlc area and configured to be accessible 

user node, said requests for information comprising b y one or more remote users. 

a desired content topic; and 25 35. The system of claim 22, wherein said content includes 
wherein said content seamlessly corresponds to said one or more promotional notices corresponding to said 
desired content topic and to a geographic area geographic area, wherein said promotional notices are con- 
encompassing said associated geographic location of figured to be accessible by said one or more users, 
said user node; 36. The system of claim 22, wherein said content includes 
said geographic area corresponding to said one of said 30 one or more links to web sites corresponding to said geo- 
plural geographic levels associated with said desired graphic area, wherein said one or more links are configured 
content topic. to be accessible by said one or more remote users. 

25. The system of claim 22, wherein said geographic area 37. The system of claim 22, wherein said content includes 
is dynamically determined by said content provider node 35 a directory service, said directory service including tele- 
based upon said geographic level associated with said phone directory information corresponding to said geo- 
desired content topic and said associated geographic loca- graphic area, and configured to be accessible by said one or 
tion. more remote users. 

26. The system of claim 25, wherein said desired geo- 38. The system of claim 24, wherein said network is the 
graphic level is a census tract. 4Q Internet. 

27. The system of claim 25, wherein said desired geo- 
graphic level is a neighborhood. * * * * * 
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